
PROCEDURES FOR AVIATION OPERATIONS 
COLUMBIA SHUTTLE RECOVERY 

 
• The intent is to search areas where a safe landing, in the event of any 

aircraft emergency requiring an immediate landing, could be achieved. (a 
safe landing is any landing from which all crewmembers can walk away)  

• No “search” operations are to be conducted over areas where the trees 
(canopy) or terrain prevents the ability of the observers to visually detect 
objects 12” x 12” in size or larger, without a 75% probability or higher. 

 
1. This incident will use the Interagency Helicopter Operations Guide as a guide for all helicopter 

operations.  Each helicopter manager will be furnished with the Texas Aviation Management plan to 
provide them with local direction and information.  The stated mission to recover Columbia Space 
Shuttle debris is neither time critical nor deemed essential to the immediate safety of the local populous 
like those encountered while fighting wildland fires.  As such, the “essential” flight requirements and 
associated risks differ from those encountered while fighting these fires. 

2. ATGS personnel will monitor operations of the helicopters in their search grid as possible.  If deviation 
of above procedures is observed, immediate feedback to pilot and crew will be provided.     

3. In the search for Columbia shuttle debris we will use only “Type 3” helicopters since the rotor diameter 
is smaller, which is considered a mitigating factor for blade strike potential. 

4. The crew configuration for the type 3 helicopters will be, pilot, helicopter manager, one NASA 
employee, (and where payload allows) one helicopter crewmember. (Training for new observers will be 
accomplished by having them replace the helicopter crewmember, Maximum pilot +3 onboard.) 

5. The pilot’s responsibility is the safe operation of the aircraft. The helicopter manager will sit up front 
and assist with the navigation of the helicopter, hazard identification and communications. Searching for 
debris by the helicopter manager will be a secondary duty.  The NASA employee and helicopter 
crewmember will search for debris material. 

6. Crew day expectations / Fatigue 
Flight in the low-level search environment will be restricted to 1.5 hours between refueling cycles (not 
to include time transiting to and from grids). 
Total search time will not exceed 4.5 hours per day. 
Total flight time will not exceed 6.5 hours per day.  

7. Aircraft Operation w/ Doors Removed 

FOD: Crews must be thoroughly briefed to ensure FOD control in the event the doors are 
removed. 

Doors may be removed to improve mission effectiveness. 

Seat Belts &. Harnesses 
1. The mission shall not necessitate the utilization of harnesses that would allow 

crewmembers to hang beyond the helicopter airframe. 

2. No part of any individual or any item should be outside the airframe of the 
helicopter during flight. 

3. Seat belt restraint is for crash survivability.  No tape or modification of any kind 
over the seat belt actuator is permitted.  The belt should never be relied on to keep 
personnel in the aircraft under normal flight operations.  As such, if accidental 
actuation of the seat belt actuator occurs, the individual should be seated firmly in 



their seat and belt actuation should be of no effect.  Bottom line … the seat belt 
should not be relied on to keep personnel in the helicopter under normal operations 
(i.e. do not lean out against the belt and rely on it to keep you in the helicopter). 

 

8. Helicopters will leave the airport at 1500’MSL and will be in contact with the FAA tower until released 
or passed off to air tactical aircraft.  Return flights to the airport from the grids will be at 1200’ MSL.   

9. Upon arrival at the search grid a high-level reconnaissance will be conducted identifying hazards and 
obstacles (such as, chicken houses, horse ranches, towers, wires etc.) a mid-level reconnaissance will 
also be conducted before starting search operations.  Ceiling for all helicopters while in their search grid 
is 1000’ MSL   

10. Avoid overflights of all residences, chicken houses, horse ranches or special areas and maintain a 
minimum clearance of 800’ from these areas when landing. 

11. The helicopter will land to retrieve debris only in safe landing areas as determined by the pilot and the 
helicopter manager. All landing zones will be “In Ground Effect” with a minimum 15’x15’ solid, level 
touch down pad with minimum 75’ safety circle clearance for rotor system. This determination will be 
in accordance with established rules for unimproved helispots.  

12. If a determination is made to land, the pilot will state their intentions to the crewmembers on board and 
to the air tactical group supervisor for the assigned zone. All crewmembers will cease search operations 
and assist with the safe landing of the aircraft. Cockpit will become sterile environment using all crew to 
communicate hazards to the pilot.  

13. If it is determined that an item cannot be retrieved safely it will be marked on the map and the 
coordinates will be written on the data sheet for retrieval by ground forces. 

14. Helicopter managers will monitor air/ground 168.750 (with tone 110.9) on transmit for the west zone or 
164.825(no tone) for east zone. Keep the zone air attack informed of all actions. Fifteen-minute check in 
is required. 

15. All helicopters are to stay a minimum of 20’ above and 20’ laterally from known hazards  
16. All helicopters are required to perform daily power checks. 
17. While within the safety circle (75’ diameter for type 3 helo) of an operating helicopter all personnel will 

wear full PPE. 
18. All support vehicles proceed with caution on the ramp-5mph max speed Limit. Emergency flashers on 

when moving. Ramp guards (Helitack) will assist in traffic control and parking. 
19. Helicopter operations will be discontinued when max wind speed reaches 20kt sustained or a maximum 

gust spread of 15kt. 
20. All helicopters will be advised of no fly zones. 
21. Identifying locations of material located by aircraft that cannot be retrieved with the helicopter will be 

by GPS and physical description. Throwing or tossing any type of marker from the aircraft is prohibited.  
22. All incident aircraft need to squawk 1255 on their transponder when flying assigned missions. 
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